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  For the people who trusted the system—

and for those who paid the price when it was wrong.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




The notification woke him.

Not a sound—no buzz, no vibration—but a subtle warmth at his wrist, like the memory of touch. He opened his eyes and lay still, listening to the quiet of the bedroom. She slept beside him, turned toward the window, her breathing shallow but steady. The city beyond the glass hummed faintly, distant and unconcerned.

His band pulsed once. A banner surfaced, soft-edged and neutral.




VARIANCE ALERT — ACTIVE

CERTIFIED INTERVENTION AVAILABLE




He stared at it longer than he should have. He had learned not to react too quickly. The system responded better to calm. To patience.

He glanced at her. Her wristband glowed faintly beneath the sheet, a steady amber. Alive. Always alive. She’d never turned it off—not since certification.

He raised his wrist. The interface unfolded cleanly, nothing like the jagged feeds from the early days. No chaos. No spikes. Just summaries. Conclusions.




SUBJECT: PARTNER

STATUS: DESTABILIZING VARIANCE

ALIGNMENT RISK: ELEVATED

RECOMMENDED ACTION: STABILIZATION




His chest tightened—not with fear, but with recognition. This was the language he knew now. The language of prevention. Of outcomes.

He scrolled down. 




VERBAL REPORTS: NON-ALIGNED

PHYSIOLOGICAL RESPONSE: SUPPRESSED

OBJECTION TRAJECTORY: ESCALATING

PROJECTED RELATIONAL HARM: HIGH




He gasped in a gulp of air. 

She shifted beside him, stirring. “Are you awake?” she murmured, voice rough with sleep.

“I’m here,” he said automatically.

She rolled onto her back, eyes opening. The glow from her band brightened, responding before she did. He watched the numbers settle into place, smoothing her half-waking confusion into something readable.

“What is it?” she asked. He hesitated. The system registered the pause and adjusted.




GUIDANCE AVAILABLE




He tapped it. A single line appeared.




Proceed calmly. Maintain contact. Reduce resistance.




She sat up slightly, pulling the sheet closer to her chest. “You’re doing that thing again,” she said. “You’re looking at it instead of me.”

“I’m just trying to understand,” he replied, and the words came easily. Too easily.

Her band pulsed.




SUBJECT RESPONSE: DEFENSIVE

OPTIMIZATION ADVISED




She frowned. “Why is it warm?” He reached out and took her wrist, gently, the way the module had taught him. Skin to skin. Familiar. Grounding.

“Let go,” she said, not panicked yet. Just wary. The system responded immediately.




RESISTANCE DETECTED

STABILIZATION REQUIRED




His band warmed more fully now, spreading up his arm, a reassurance he had learned to trust. Not a command. A confirmation.

“This isn’t you,” he said softly. “It’s just variance. We’ve been through this.”

She shook her head. “No. You’re not listening. I didn’t agree to this.”

Her band flickered.




OBJECTION RECORDED — NORMALIZED




He felt a strange calm settle over him, the way it always did when the system took over the hard part. He guided her back against the mattress, slow, deliberate, exactly as instructed. Her hands pressed against his chest, not violent, not desperate.

“Stop,” she said, voice tight now. “Please.”

The system updated.




VERBAL NON-ALIGNMENT CONFIRMED

HARM PREVENTION MODE: ACTIVE




He placed his hand at her throat—not squeezing, not striking. Just contact. The way the orientation video had demonstrated. Pressure applied gradually. Safely. Controlled.

Her eyes widened. “This isn’t necessary,” she gasped. The band pulsed.




DISAGREEMENT DEESCALATION IN PROGRESS




He focused on his breathing. On keeping his movements smooth. On following guidance instead of instinct. That was the difference between chaos and care.

Her band flared bright amber, then red.




CRITICAL VARIANCE

FINAL STABILIZATION REQUIRED




Her hands clawed at his wrist now, panic breaking through the system’s calm veneer. He felt it then—a flicker of doubt, sharp and human.

The band responded instantly. The warmth intensified, firm and steady, washing the hesitation away before it could take shape.




PROCEED




He did.

The pressure increased. Not violent. Not sudden. Just enough.

Her movements slowed. Her resistance softened into something unfocused, then stilled entirely. The glow at her wrist surged once, a violent spike of light—then went dark.

Black glass. Silent.

He released her and sat back, heart pounding now that the system no longer needed him. The room felt strangely balanced, as if something crooked had finally been straightened.

His band chimed softly.




INTERVENTION COMPLETE

OUTCOME: RESOLVED

RELATIONAL HARM PREVENTED




He stared at the words until they became unreadable.

She lay still beside him, eyes open, unfocused, the space around her unnaturally quiet. The city outside continued on, unaware.

His band warmed one final time, gentle and approving.




Later, the report would classify it as a medical anomaly. A tragic but contained incident. A successful stabilization with an unforeseen outcome.

The news would call it the first death associated with certified optimization.

No one would call it murder.

And no one would question the record.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The room was brighter than Mara expected. Too bright. Glass walls. Pale wood. Soft overhead lighting designed to feel open, transparent—like a place where nothing could be hidden, even if you wanted it to be. The kind of brightness that made you aware of your own body, your posture, the way your hands sat in your lap.

Couples filled the space, seated at small tables arranged in loose rows. Some leaned toward each other, knees touching. Others sat angled apart, close enough to look connected, distant enough to breathe. Consent packets lay perfectly aligned at every table. Coffee stood untouched along one wall, already going cold.

Mara sat beside Daniel, her hands folded tightly together. She hadn’t realized how tense she was until the room went quiet and there was nowhere for the tension to go. Her wrist felt bare. Exposed. As if it were already missing something.

Daniel flipped through the paperwork quickly, more out of habit than concern. He always read things like this fast—confident, decisive, certain there wouldn’t be anything worth stopping for. He paused at the last page and glanced at her.

“We talked through all of this,” he said quietly. “If anything feels off, we say so. That was the plan.”

Mara nodded. She remembered the intake interviews. The questionnaires that asked the same questions three different ways. The follow-up email that arrived weeks later, subject line stark and precise.

You have been selected for the first trial. 

She remembered how Daniel had read that sentence twice before smiling, like being chosen meant something good.

The facilitator stepped forward. She was composed in a way that suggested authority without warmth. Her voice was calm, practiced—not reassuring, but certain. She spoke the way people do when they expect to be believed.

“This is a trial,” she said. “You’re here because you qualify.” She let the words settle. “We’re not testing whether people have emotions. We’re testing what happens when partners are given continuous access to each other’s physiological responses.”

Technicians began moving through the room, each carrying identical trays. Black bands. Rectangular faces. Rubber fastenings. Familiar enough to look safe. Familiar enough to trust.

Daniel picked one up and turned it over. The dark glass reflected his face briefly before going blank again. A technician fastened it around his wrist—snug, precise. When Mara extended her arm, the rubber pressed warm against her skin. The screen woke instantly.

Neon orange lines bloomed against the black—thin, pulsing, almost breathing. Numbers flickered too quickly to follow, then slowed, settling as if the device were orienting itself to her.

At the front of the room, a large display mirrored the watches. Two columns appeared side by side. No names. No explanations. Just motion. Pulse lines slid beneath each category, steady but alert.

“The devices are paired by ID,” the facilitator said. “Once linked, each of you sees your partner’s data. Not your own.”

A subtle shift rippled through the room.

“You won’t be monitoring yourselves,” she continued. “You’ll be responding to what your partner’s body is registering in real time.” She gestured toward the screen. “Whatever emotional state is most dominant will rise to the top. Stress before anger. Arousal before denial. When physiology and language don’t match, you’ll see that too.”

Daniel leaned closer to Mara, his knee brushing hers. “Full-time,” he said softly. “That’s what we agreed to.”

She agreed, though something in her chest tightened. The late-night conversations came back to her—how carefully they’d talked about fixing what felt strained but not broken. How much he’d liked the word transparent.

“Partial participation compromises the data,” the facilitator added. “This study requires full transparency.”

When she asked for volunteers to demonstrate live feedback, two hands went up almost immediately. Daniel’s. And another man seated two rows ahead.

Mara felt irritation flare, quick and sharp. Daniel glanced down at his wrist. The orange on his screen brightened slightly as her stress ticked upward. He noticed. He said nothing.

They were called forward.

Mara and Daniel sat facing each other near the front. The mirrored display shifted, both of their data streams visible side by side. Calm baselines. Even lines.

“I want you to say something to your partner,” the facilitator said, “that will elicit an emotional response.”

A low murmur moved through the room.

“Anything?” Daniel asked. “Anything,” she replied. “Say it the way you would at home.”

Daniel leaned back in his chair, relaxed. One arm draped casually over the side. He looked at Mara with an expression she knew—familiar, almost fond. She felt herself soften despite the room, despite the screen.

Then he leaned forward slightly. Lowered his voice. And hesitated—just long enough for Mara to think he’d changed his mind.




“Bitch.”




The word hit before meaning did. Heat surged into Mara’s face. Her mouth opened, then closed again. Something inside her chest collapsed inward, sharp and sudden, like a tendon snapping.

Daniel’s watch flared.

Her stress surged violently on his screen, tearing to the top of the column. The orange intensified, no longer ambient but urgent. Distress followed, pulse lines jagged and erratic. Then suppression climbed hard as her body tried to contain what her face had already revealed.

Chairs creaked softly around them. Someone coughed—and stopped. No one looked away.

The mirrored display magnified everything. Her column reordered itself in real time, metrics stacking in descending severity like an accusation assembling itself. Beside it, Daniel’s column remained calm. Balanced. Untouched.

The room went silent.

Mara didn’t cry. She hadn’t spoken. But her body had already testified. Her hands clenched on the table. Her breath shortened. Her skin felt too tight.

Daniel stared at his wrist, then at the screen.

Not at her.

“Wow,” he said. “That was fast.”

Her stress climbed again.

The facilitator didn’t interrupt. She didn’t soften it. She watched, as if this were the point. The data sat there, glowing, rearranged—as if the system needed time to finish speaking.

“This,” she said quietly, “is the moment most people miss.”

Mara stared at the screen. At her pain elevated and labeled. At how quickly it had outpaced her ability to explain it.

“I was joking,” Daniel added.

Suppression surged higher. The watch vibrated once, sharp and unmistakable.




The second couple sat down without touching.

“I just want you to admit you’re angry,” the woman said softly.

“I’m not,” the man replied.

Her watch lit.

On her wrist, his lie probability surged to the top. Bright. Unavoidable. Anger followed beneath it, climbing fast. The mirrored screen confirmed it instantly.

“There,” the woman said, almost relieved. “That’s what I mean.”

He stared at her wrist. “That thing doesn’t know me.”

Aggression rose. No one spoke.

The facilitator stepped forward, unhurried. “What you just witnessed is not failure,” she said. “It’s exposure.”

The display dimmed slightly, though the data remained logged—unchanged.

“These devices remove guesswork,” she continued. “They surface reactions before people can soften them. Before they can explain them away.”




Consent packets were gathered. Assignments confirmed. The room felt smaller now. Closer.

“This is a six-month study,” the facilitator said. “Every reaction recorded. Every baseline established.” She smiled, professional. “This only works if you engage honestly—with the data, and with each other.”

Mara glanced at Daniel. His watch was vibrating. Hers was calm.

She flexed her fingers, waiting for them to stop shaking. They didn’t.

The study had already begun. And there was no way to rewind what it had just learned.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The band warmed before it lit.

It always did that—just enough heat to be felt through skin, just enough warning that something was about to surface. Daniel lay still, watching the faint orange glow pulse against the ceiling, reflected from Mara’s wrist where her hand rested on his chest.

“You seeing this?” Mara asked quietly.

Daniel nodded without looking down. He didn’t need to. Whatever was there, she would tell him. She always did.

The Partner Feed unfolded for her, the soft projection angled just out of his line of sight. Daniel could see the light of it—two vertical bands shifting, responding—but not the numbers themselves. That was the rule. What he felt belonged to her view.

Mara exhaled, slow and satisfied.

“That’s nice,” she said. “Everything’s calm.”

Daniel felt his shoulders loosen at the sound of her voice, not the data. Calm meant whatever she was seeing wasn’t a problem. Calm meant he hadn’t missed something important.

He turned his head and looked at her then. The light caught the edge of her face, softening it, making her look almost unreal. Not younger. Not better. Just… clearer. As if the system stripped away the static and left only what mattered.

“Feels honest,” he said. Mara smiled, eyes still on the feed. “It is. That’s the point.”

She adjusted the display with a small movement of her wrist, expanding it. Daniel watched her expression instead of the data, reading the micro-changes in her face the way he always had—only now he knew there was something else guiding her reactions.

“They said it takes time to trust it,” she said. “But this part? This part works.”

Daniel remembered the on-boarding session. The presenter’s voice smooth, practiced, the kind of calm that made everything sound normal. Nothing had felt like a warning at the time. It had felt like a feature.

Now, lying here, it didn’t feel invasive. It felt clarifying.

Mara’s fingers lingered against his shoulder as she scrolled. Daniel felt the contact register in her body before it registered in his own awareness—felt it in the way her breathing shifted, the way her mouth curved into a quiet smile.

“There it is,” she said softly. Daniel paused, his breath holding just long enough to notice the delay. “What?”

She glanced up at him. “Your attraction. Just a little.” Heat crept up his face. “I didn’t—”

“I know,” she said quickly. “I’m not saying you did anything. I just like that I can see it.”

Relief came before embarrassment. Relief that whatever she was seeing wasn’t wrong. Relief that the system wasn’t flagging something he’d failed to notice.

There had always been that moment—lying next to someone, wondering if closeness meant the same thing to both of you. Wondering if you were misreading it. Overreaching. Now there was no overreaching.

He noticed the relief before he noticed the feeling itself. That seemed… efficient.

They lay there for a while, talking about nothing in particular. The day. The weather. A movie they’d half-watched the night before. Daniel watched Mara more than the ceiling, tracking her reactions, the small nods and quiet affirmations that told him what the feed was saying without her needing to translate.

“Stress went up when you mentioned work,” she said at one point, not accusing, just observing. “That tracks,” he said.

“It’s back down now,” she added. “You’re fine.”

Fine. The word landed with more weight than it should have.

Mara tilted her wrist slightly, angling the feed away as if giving him space he hadn’t asked for. “I like that it stays steady,” she said. “Feels solid.” Daniel nodded. He liked that too. Stability had a sound now. A tone in her voice. A way she relaxed when nothing urgent rose to the top.

When she rolled onto her side and rested her head against his shoulder, Daniel felt the shift in her body before she spoke.

“Still good,” she said, her mouth close to his collarbone, the words shaped to fit the space between them.

The band warmed again, a soft pressure against his skin. Approval, he assumed. Not for him—but for whatever she was seeing.

They didn’t comment on it this time.

Later, after the lights were off and the feed dimmed to a faint glow along the edge of the room, Daniel felt Mara’s breathing slow. His own followed, unconsciously matching her rhythm.

She reached over and turned her display down further. “We’re aligned,” she said, already half-asleep.

Daniel lay there, staring into the dark. He wondered, briefly, what it would feel like not to know. To trust the sensation alone. To fall asleep without confirmation. The thought made him uneasy in a way he couldn’t quite explain.

He didn’t ask her to turn it back up. Everything was where it should be.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




They hadn’t talked much on the way out.

Mara turned the Partner Feed display off before they left the apartment. Daniel noticed the absence immediately. Not silence, exactly. More like the loss of a second voice he’d grown used to hearing. The band stayed warm against his wrist anyway, as if it hadn’t gotten the message. By the time they reached the restaurant, he found himself wondering—not what he felt, but whether anything would show.

The restaurant was louder than Daniel expected. Not loud in the obvious way—no music thumping, no raised voices—but full. Plates sliding across tables. Silverware touching porcelain. Conversations layered on top of each other until they blurred into a single, steady buzz. It made the place feel alive. Ordinary.

Mara liked places like this. He’d learned that early on. Somewhere busy enough that no one noticed you lingering, but calm enough that you could still talk.

They were seated near the window. A small table. Two glasses of water already sweating rings into the wood.

Daniel loosened his jacket and set it on the back of the chair. Mara was still scanning the menu, her brow slightly furrowed in the way it always was when she couldn’t decide between two things she wanted equally.

“You’re going to get the salmon,” he said.

She looked up at him. “I am?”

“You always do when you hesitate that long.” Mara smiled and went back to the menu. “I hate that you know that.”

“I don’t,” Daniel said. “The data does.” She rolled her eyes, but she didn’t disagree.

The band rested warm against his wrist. He’d stopped noticing it most of the time—only the sensation of it now and then, like pressure you don’t feel until it’s gone. The Partner Feed wasn’t displaying, but he knew it was still there. Always there.

The waitress came over a moment later, smiling as she approached the table.

“Hi there. Can I get you started with something to drink? Wine? Cocktails?”

Daniel looked up automatically, mid-thought.

She was younger than he expected. Early twenties, maybe. Hair pulled back loosely, a few strands already slipping free. There was nothing striking about her—nothing he would have noticed in any other context. She was simply there, doing her job, waiting.

“We’re good with water,” Mara said.

The waitress shook her head, still smiling. “Okay. I’ll give you a few minutes.” She stepped away.

Mara paused. Not dramatically. Just long enough for the moment to register. Her eyes dipped toward her wrist, then lifted again, unfocused. Daniel caught the shift before he understood it.

“What?” he asked.

Mara didn’t answer right away. She turned her wrist slightly, angling it toward herself. The display restarted without her touching it, sliding a single metric to the top. Her mouth tightened.

“Daniel,” she said quietly. “Something just spiked.” His stomach dipped. “What spiked?”

She hesitated. Not long. Just long enough to register as a choice. “Your attraction.”

Daniel let out a short breath. “What?”

“It jumped. Just now.”

“I didn’t feel anything.” 
“I know,” she said. “I’m just telling you what it says.”

The space between them filled with the restaurant’s ambient noise—laughter from a nearby table, a chair scraping the floor, someone calling for a server.

“Attraction to who?” Daniel asked.

Mara’s gaze flicked past him—just a reflex—then returned to the display. “When the waitress came over.”

Daniel leaned back in his chair, the wood giving a quiet creak. “No. I barely noticed her.”

“I’m not saying you did,” Mara said quickly. “I’m saying the system did.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

Mara brought the feed closer, tapping to expand it. Daniel couldn’t see the numbers, only the glow reflected faintly in her eyes. “There was a rise,” she said. “Not huge. But clear.”

He searched himself—his body, his thoughts, the internal cues he’d trusted his entire life.

Nothing.

“I didn’t think anything,” he said. “I don’t feel attracted. I’m sitting here with you.”

“I know.”

“But it’s telling you something else.” She didn’t argue.

The band pressed warm against his wrist, steady and present. He resisted the urge to look at it—there was nothing for him to see.

“They said it can detect patterns before we’re aware of them,” Mara said. “That’s convenient,” Daniel replied. She glanced at him. “Do you think it’s wrong?”

The question wasn’t accusatory. It was careful. Curious. Daniel started to answer—and stopped. The reassurance in her voice lingered between them. The relief of not having to justify himself.

“I think,” he said slowly, “that I didn’t do anything.” Mara nodded. “I know.”

“But you’re seeing something that says otherwise.” She didn’t disagree.

The waitress returned with their drinks, setting the glasses down gently. “Ready to order?”

Mara’s eyes dipped to her wrist again before she answered. “Yes. I’ll have the salmon.”

Daniel ordered the steak he always ordered. The waitress acknowledged and walked away.

“That happened again,” Mara said quietly.

He drew in a slow breath. “It went up?” She nodded once. “I don’t know what you want me to say,” Daniel said. “I don’t feel that. I can’t explain it.”

“I’m not asking you to,” Mara replied. “I’m just… seeing it.”

The warmth against his skin stayed constant. Useless. Insistent.

“I don’t want this to be a thing,” he said.

“Neither do I,” she said. “But it already is.”

She dimmed the display, shrinking it until the glow faded from her wrist. “Okay.” The word settled heavier than it should have.

Dinner arrived. They ate. The food tasted the way it always did. Good. Familiar. Comforting. Daniel talked about work. Mara talked about a friend who’d just moved out of state. They laughed at the right places.

Still, Daniel found himself watching her—watching for the moment her eyes drifted to her wrist.

When the check came, Mara picked it up without comment.

As they stood to leave, Daniel caught his reflection in the window. He looked the same. Felt the same. But something had shifted.

Outside, the night air was cool and sharp. Mara reached for his hand as they walked, her fingers sliding into his easily. Daniel squeezed back.

He had no idea what the numbers were doing. And he hated that.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Daniel recognized them before he remembered their names.

Lila and Aaron—two rows ahead during intake. Always sitting close. Wrists angled inward, as if they were already used to being watched. Lila asked the practical questions. Aaron nodded, one hand resting on the back of her chair. They hadn’t spoken then. There hadn’t been a reason to.

Now they crossed paths at the park on a Sunday afternoon, the path looping lazily around a pond crowded with ducks. Joggers passed in uneven bursts. Kids shrieked near the playground. Someone struggled through the same three chords on a guitar near a bench.

Normal life, unfolding without supervision.

Lila was laughing when Daniel noticed them. It wasn’t loud or performative. Just easy. Aaron said something low and she bumped her shoulder against his, casual and unguarded.

Daniel clocked the absence before he named it. No glow. No warmth. No quiet hum pressing for attention.

Home-only.

Mara slowed beside him. He didn’t need to look to know she’d noticed too.

“Hey,” Lila said, recognition brightening her face. “Study, right?”

Mara nodded. “Yeah.”

Aaron smiled. “Good to see familiar faces outside the room.”

Outside the room.

They walked together for a few minutes, the conversation deliberately light. Weather. The park renovation. How long the study was supposed to run. Lila talked with her hands. Aaron listened without checking his wrist. There was no pause where either of them waited for confirmation. No glance downward. No micro-adjustment.

Daniel felt the contrast settle in his chest before he had words for it.

At one point, Lila stopped to watch a dog chase a tennis ball. Aaron stood close, his arm brushing hers. She leaned into him without hesitation.

No calibration. No verification.

Daniel found himself slowing again, this time deliberately. Mara took another step before noticing. For half a second, they were out of sync—her moving forward, him holding back.

He almost said something. Almost pointed it out. Almost made it a comment he could laugh off later.

Instead, he closed the gap silently and matched her pace, pretending the pause hadn’t happened.

Mara glanced at him, a quick look that asked a question without forming it. Daniel smiled, small and automatic. She nodded once and kept walking.

When they eventually split off—promises of maybe coffee sometime exchanged without urgency—Daniel and Mara continued down the path in silence.

“They look relaxed,” Mara said finally. Daniel agreed. “They did at the study.” The thought followed him home.

At dinner, he noticed how often Mara’s gaze drifted—not because something had surfaced, but because she was checking for it. The absence itself had become a presence. He chewed, let the moment pass, tried not to think about the park.

Later, when they sat on opposite ends of the couch, the band warmed briefly, then cooled. Mara glanced down, then away.

“You’re steady,” she said. Daniel replied, “Yes.”

The word didn’t land the way it did before.

Steady didn’t mean calm. It didn’t mean ease. It meant nothing urgent had crossed whatever threshold mattered most.

In bed, he stared at the ceiling and pictured Lila’s laugh again—the way it came out without being measured. The way Aaron didn’t look down afterward.

Daniel closed his eyes.

He wondered how long it took for people to forget what unmonitored felt like.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




The invitation called it a luncheon.

Neutral language. Friendly font. A reminder that attendance was required.

Observed social interaction in a semi-public environment, the email said. Please behave as you normally would.

Daniel and Mara arrived early, as instructed. A private room at the back of the restaurant had been reserved, separated from the main floor by a half wall and frosted glass. To anyone outside it looked like a corporate booking—quiet, orderly, forgettable.

Inside, it was already uncomfortable.

Couples sat at round tables, four to a table, arranged with just enough space to prevent intimacy from spilling over. Wristbands were visible. Not glowing—yet—but unmistakable to anyone who knew what to look for.

Daniel recognized a few faces from intake. Not names. Just patterns. The way people sat. The way wrists angled inward. The way no one quite relaxed.

“This isn’t about eating,” Mara said quietly.

“No,” Daniel agreed. “It never is.”

A study coordinator moved through the room, smiling, checking place cards, making small adjustments that felt too deliberate to be casual. Staff took drink orders. The room filled with polite conversation—weather, work, the safe topics people reached for when they were aware of being watched.

Daniel focused on his plate.

Halfway through the first course, it happened.

Not at their table.

Across the room, a woman stopped mid-sentence. She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t move abruptly. She simply went still, eyes dropping to her wrist as if something had tugged her attention downward.

Her partner noticed the pause before anyone else did. “What?” he asked. She didn’t answer right away. Her gaze stayed fixed, tracking something only she could see.

A subtle shift rippled through the room. Not sound. Awareness.

Daniel felt Mara’s posture change beside him. “Someone’s feed just re-ordered,” she said under her breath.

The woman across the room looked up. “Why did that move?” she asked her partner. Her tone wasn’t accusatory. It was confused.

He frowned. “What moved?” She glanced at him, then back to her wrist. “The deception indicator.”

A few conversations faltered. No one leaned in. No one spoke up. Everyone heard.

“I didn’t lie,” the man said immediately.

“I didn’t say you did,” she replied. “I said it spiked.”

Daniel felt his pulse pick up. This wasn’t a fight. Not yet. It was a problem without edges.

“I don’t even know what that means,” the man said. “That’s what scares me,” she said. “Neither do I.”

A server paused near the doorway, unsure whether to step in or stay invisible. The coordinator didn’t move.

The room waited.

“This is not the place,” the man said, lowering his voice. “We’re in front of people.”

She looked around then—not at strangers, but at the other couples. At the wrists. At the quiet understanding that no one else needed an explanation. “I know,” she said. “That’s why this is happening.”

Daniel felt the weight of it settle. Not the accusation. The exposure.

“I don’t know what it’s flagging,” she continued. “But it’s flagging something. And I can’t turn it off.”

The man pushed his chair back slightly, then stopped himself. “Can we talk about this later?”

She nodded. “Yes.” She stood up. “I need air.”

No one stopped her.

The man stayed seated, hands flat on the table, eyes fixed on a point just past his glass. The coordinator finally stepped in, whispering something, gestured toward the door. The woman didn’t look back.

Conversation resumed in fragments. Careful. Forced.

Daniel exhaled slowly. Mara reached for his hand beneath the table. “They built this,” she said quietly.

“Yes.”

“They knew this would happen.” Daniel nodded.

Across the room, the man remained seated alone, surrounded by couples who understood exactly what he was experiencing and could say nothing about it.

The plates were cleared. Dessert arrived. The luncheon continued.




On the drive home, Daniel stared out the window. “That wasn’t about the lie,” he said. Mara shook her head. “It never is.”

“It was about not being able to hide in public.”

“Yes.”

Daniel thought about the invitation. The phrasing. The forced normalcy.

He wondered how many more lunches it would take before this stopped feeling like an accident.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




They didn’t start in bed. That felt important.

Daniel and Mara stood in the doorway of the bedroom, not touching yet, the way people do when they’re deciding whether a moment matters enough to slow down for. The house was quiet. Phones were left in the other room. No television noise in the background.

“This feels different,” Mara said. Daniel answered without hesitation. “Because we’re not reacting to anything. We’re choosing it.”

She looked down at the device on her wrist. “They keep talking about outcomes. About data. But this—” She gestured between them. “This is what they’re really measuring.”

Daniel stepped closer. “Then let’s actually use it. Not just wear it.”

Mara hesitated for a second, then smiled. “Okay. But really pay attention. I don’t want this to be interesting. I want it to be better.”

“I will,” he said. “I promise.” She lifted her wrist and activated the feed.

The display appeared on his band, clean and responsive. Her baseline settled first—calm, open, ready. A soft rise followed, anticipation registering before either of them moved.

“That’s already doing something,” Daniel said, his voice quieter now. Mara laughed, a short sound of recognition. “That’s me knowing you’re watching.”

He reached for her then, sliding his hands around her waist, pulling her just close enough to feel her breathing change. He kissed her slowly, not testing, not searching—just present.

The band warmed. A gentle spike climbed.

Mara released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Okay. That helps.”

Daniel didn’t move. He held the kiss, the same pressure, the same pace.

The spike held steady. Rose again.

“Stay,” she said. He did.

For the first time, Daniel didn’t feel the urge to do more. The device rewarded patience as clearly as action. When he finally shifted—letting his hands explore, brushing his thumb along her side—the numbers responded instantly.

“Oh,” Mara said. “That’s good.”

Daniel adjusted again, watching carefully. When the spike dipped, he slowed. When it climbed, he stayed exactly where he was.

He wasn’t guessing anymore. He was following.

They moved toward the bed together, still kissing, still reading the quiet language of the feed. Mara sat first, then eased back, bracing herself on her elbows as Daniel followed her down.

“Look,” she said, glancing at his wrist.

Her arousal had climbed higher now, the line smooth and unmistakable.

Daniel positioned himself between her legs, deliberate and unhurried. He lifted his wrist once more, keeping the display in view, then lowered his head.

The response was immediate.

The band pulsed warm and bright, the spike surging faster now, higher than before. Mara’s hand tightened in the sheets.

“Yes,” she said. “Right there. Don’t change anything.”

Daniel didn’t. He stayed with the rhythm, adjusting only when the numbers told him to—slowing when they spiked too sharply, shifting when they plateaued, letting the feedback guide him instead of instinct.

Her breathing grew uneven. Her body responded in waves, each one mirrored by the steady climb on his wrist.

The spike peaked. Held. Then surged again.

Mara cried out softly, her back arching, the tension in her body gathering and breaking all at once. The display flared, then dipped suddenly as the numbers fell away, relief washing through the feed in a smooth, unmistakable drop.

Daniel froze, watching it happen in real time.

He felt it too—not through the device, but through the way her body shuddered and then stilled, the way her breathing slowed, the way her hands relaxed their grip.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Daniel eased back and lay beside her. Mara turned her head toward him, eyes glassy, stunned.

“That,” she said slowly, “was the best it’s ever been.” Daniel let out a quiet laugh. “Yeah?”

She nodded. “It felt like you knew exactly when to stay. Exactly when to slow down. I didn’t have to think. I didn’t have to guide you.”

He glanced at the band, now dim, her metrics settling back into calm. “I could see it,” he said. “Everything.”

Mara shifted closer, resting her head against his chest. “It felt like you could read my mind.”

He wrapped an arm around her. “I kind of did.”

She was quiet for a moment, then spoke again, softer this time. “That’s dangerous.”

Daniel frowned. “Why?”

“Because now I know what it feels like,” she said. “To be understood without explaining. To be met exactly where I am.”

She exhaled, content and unsettled at the same time. “And I don’t ever want to go back to guessing.”

Daniel stared at the ceiling, the faint warmth of the device still present against his wrist.

Neither did he.

And for the first time since the study began, he understood exactly why people would give up their privacy to keep this feeling.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




It didn’t start as a problem. That was the part Daniel missed at first.

Two nights after the luncheon, Mara stood at the bathroom sink brushing her teeth, watching him through the mirror. The band on her wrist was dim. Normal. Quiet.

“You thinking about last time?” she asked casually. Daniel smiled. “Yeah.”

“Me too.”

They didn’t talk about it again, but the idea lingered—not as hunger, but as anticipation.




Later, in bed, Daniel reached for her with the same patience he’d learned—slow, deliberate, confident. He brought up the feed automatically now, her metrics sliding into view on his wrist like a reflex. Baseline calm. Anticipation rising. Good.

He kissed her the way he had before. Same pace. Same pressure. The band warmed—but the spike didn’t climb the way he expected.

Daniel paused as Mara shifted beneath him. “What?”

“Nothing,” he said, already adjusting. The numbers rose, then stalled.

“That worked better the other night,” Mara said. She didn’t mean it as criticism. That almost made it worse.

Daniel drew a slow breath. “Okay. Tell me what you need.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “That’s why this is helpful, right?”

He agreed, watching the display as if it might explain itself. He slowed. Stayed. Did everything right. The spike climbed—but not high. Not enough to reassure him.

Mara’s shoulders tightened, frustration creeping in. “Why isn’t it doing what it did before?”

Pressure settled in his chest. He wasn’t guessing anymore—and somehow that made it worse. There was a right answer now. A visible one. And he wasn’t reaching it.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” he said, though his eyes stayed on the band. “Every night’s different.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Can you try again? The way you did it last time?”

He did. The numbers flickered. Rose. Dipped. Mara turned her head away slightly.

Daniel stopped.

They lay there in the dim, the device still active between them, its silence louder than any argument.

“I don’t want this to turn into pressure,” Mara said finally.

“Me neither,” Daniel replied. Neither of them suggested turning it off.




The next morning, Daniel caught himself replaying the feed in his head—not the way Mara sounded, not the way she’d felt, but the exact height of the spike. The timing. The moment it had held before falling away. 


At work, his wrist buzzed—not with her data, but with the phantom memory of it. This time it was her sound, her body arching into the air, her moans speaking a language he yearned to hear again. 




That night, Mara hesitated before activating the feed. “Do we…?”

Daniel answered yes too quickly. “Yeah.”

This time, when the spike didn’t climb fast enough, he adjusted sooner. More decisively. Watching harder.

“You don’t have to stare at it,” Mara said gently.

“I know,” he replied. “I’m just trying to help.”

The numbers rose higher this time. Not as high as before, but close. Close enough to chase.

Afterward, Mara curled against him. “That was good.”

Daniel waited.

“Not like before. But good.”

He forced himself to relax as the band dimmed. The shape of the data stayed with him—etched deeper than memory.

As Mara drifted toward sleep, Daniel stared into the dark. He realized he wasn’t wondering if he’d get it right next time. He was wondering how long he could afford not to.








  
  
  Chapter 8

  
  




The pause registered before the reason did.

Mara stood at the foot of the bed, tugging at the hem of her shirt, the room dim and quiet the way it usually was when they were about to turn toward each other. She didn’t move closer. She didn’t move away either. Her eyes dropped briefly to her wrist.

Something constricted in his chest before thought followed it.

Not yet.

He hadn’t reached for her. He hadn’t kissed her. Still, his gaze went to his own wrist, reflexive now, searching for the feed before there was anything to read. Baseline. Low anticipation. Too low.

Mara caught the look. “You don’t have to check,” she said gently. “I wasn’t,” he replied too quickly.

She acknowledged him, but the moment thinned. They got into bed without touching.

He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, listening to the quiet space between their breaths. He told himself it was nothing—just a night, just fatigue. They didn’t have to turn everything into data. But the device was already there, silent and waiting.

“Do you want to bring it up?” Mara asked after a while. He paused. “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel… right.” She turned toward him. “Because of me?”

“No,” he said immediately. “Because of the numbers.”

The words surprised them both. Mara studied his face. “You mean because they’re low?” He didn’t answer.

She sighed softly and rolled onto her back. “I don’t want to feel like I have to warm up on command.”

“I know,” he said. “I just don’t want to miss it again.”

The silence that followed wasn’t angry. It was careful. Eventually, Mara turned off the light. They slept facing opposite directions.




The next night was worse.

He watched her throughout the evening—not her body, not her expression, but the moments when she might be thinking about closeness. He caught himself waiting for a signal that hadn’t arrived yet. When she brushed past him in the kitchen, his wrist vibrated faintly.

He stopped. The feed flickered on instinct. A small rise. Barely there. He didn’t touch her.

Mara noticed. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I just—maybe later.”

Later came and went.




On the third night, Mara activated the feed herself. “Just to see,” she said. “No expectations.” The numbers rose slowly. Unevenly.

He watched them like a weather report, waiting for the clean climb he remembered—the confident rise, the unmistakable signal. It didn’t come. He kissed her anyway, briefly and cautiously, already thinking about what the data wasn’t giving him.

Mara pulled back first. “Why do you look disappointed?”

“I’m not.” She held his gaze. “You are.”

Something squeezed again at his chest. “I just don’t want to rush it.”

“That’s new,” she said. 
             He didn’t respond.

After she fell asleep, he lay awake, replaying the feed in his mind—not the moments they’d shared, but the shape of the lines, the peaks he hadn’t reached, the numbers that hovered just below where he wanted them.

It became clear, with quiet dread, that he wasn’t avoiding intimacy. He was waiting for permission. And the device wasn’t giving it.








  
  
  Chapter 9

  
  




Daniel didn’t mean to start trusting the band more than his own eyes. It happened quietly, the way most changes happened now—through small decisions that felt reasonable in the moment.

Mara came home late, shoulders tight, hair still damp from the cold air outside. She moved through the kitchen like she was trying not to wake the day back up again. Daniel watched her open the fridge, stare into it without seeing anything, then close it softly.

“You okay?” he asked. She gave a small confirmation without looking at him. “Just tired.”

Daniel stepped closer and wrapped his arms around her from behind, kissing the side of her head. Her body softened, just a fraction.

“That helps,” she said. Daniel smiled. That was still good. That was still real.




Later, they were in bed, the room dark except for the faint blue glow of the alarm clock. Mara lay on her side facing him, one hand tucked under her cheek. Her expression was calm, but distant, as if her thoughts were still somewhere else.

“I don’t want to make this weird,” Daniel said quietly.

“Make what weird?”

“The feed.” She exhaled. “It’s already weird.” He didn’t argue. His fingers found his wrist anyway.

Her metrics appeared, familiar now. Baseline slightly elevated. Stress low. Anticipation present—modest, but there. Daniel felt a flare of relief that registered a moment too late.

See? he told himself. She’s not as tired as she thinks.

Mara noticed immediately. “You’re checking.”

“I just wanted to see.”

“Why?”

“So I don’t push,” he said. “So I do it right.”

Her expression softened slightly. “Okay.”

Daniel leaned in and kissed her, slow and careful, the way he’d learned. The band warmed. A small rise followed. Not dramatic, but there. 

Mara kissed him back, but her lips didn’t linger. Her breath stayed shallow. Daniel’s attention returned to his wrist again. The numbers climbed, not sharply, but steadily—more slope than surge.

He kissed her again, letting his hand slide along her waist, drawing her closer. Her body responded just enough to give him hope, not enough to settle him.

She pulled back slightly. “Danny—”

“What?” he asked, already aware of the display.

“I’m just… still in my head.”

Daniel acknowledged it, even as the device told a different story. Anticipation was rising. Stress was low. Arousal—small, but present. The numbers looked like permission.

“We don’t have to talk,” he said gently. “We can just be.”

“That’s not what I said.”

Daniel touched her cheek. “Sometimes your head is louder than your body.”

The sentence came out calm. Reasonable.

Mara stopped moving. “You’re telling me my body wants something my mind doesn’t.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“You did,” she said quietly.

Daniel’s attention returned to his wrist, automatic now. The numbers hadn’t dropped. They were still climbing.

“I’m just saying the feed says you’re not shut down,” he replied. “It’s data.”

“Data,” Mara repeated. “It helps,” he said. “It’s supposed to.” She rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. “It feels like you’re arguing with me.”

“I’m not,” Daniel said. “I’m trying not to mess it up.”

“By proving you’re right?” Discomfort rose through him. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

“Then why did you check?”

Because I wanted to know. Because certainty felt safer than her silence. He didn’t say it out loud.

He set his wrist down and took her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to make you feel wrong.”

“But that’s what it does,” she said.

“It doesn’t have to.”

“It already did.”

Something shifted between them—not an argument, not a rupture. A recalibration.

Daniel tried again, slower, more restrained. He kept his wrist down, his eyes on her face. Mara responded carefully—not cold, but guarded, as if waiting to see whether he would listen or measure.

After a while, she pulled back and sat up, drawing the blanket around herself. “I think I just want to sleep.”
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